Andrews University

Digital Commons @ Andrews University
Faculty Publications
3-24-2021

The Family That Hiked Together
Kermit Netteburg
Andrews University

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/pubs

Recommended Citation
Netteburg, Kermit, "The Family That Hiked Together" (2021). Faculty Publications. 4470.
https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/pubs/4470

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by Digital Commons @ Andrews University. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Faculty Publications by an authorized administrator of Digital Commons @ Andrews
University. For more information, please contact repository@andrews.edu.

They hiked through cold and heat, through snow
and rain, through fog and sunshine. They learned to
dress in layers, often wearing five or six layers in the
morning to protect against the cold, then shedding
down to one layer in the noontime warmth, finally
adding layers again as the afternoon wore on (from
left: Zane, Juniper, Olen, Danae, Addison and Lyol).

by Kermit Netteburg
All photos courtesy of the Netteburg family
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H

iking the 2,193
miles of the
Appalachian
Trail is quite a
feat. Every year
three million people hike a
part of the trail, but only a
thousand hike it all.
Drs. Olen (BA/BS ’01,
Hon LHD ’17) and Danae
Netteburg (Hon LHD ’17)
did it this past summer.
Hiking the trail with
four young children is
even rarer.
Lyol (11), Zane (9), Addison (7) and
Juniper (4) hiked the entire trail. Juniper, finishing the trail at 4 years, 340
days, became the youngest person ever
to complete the trail. “She hiked every
step of the way,” Danae said. Addison, at
7 years, 61 days, is probably one of the
10 youngest.
Hiking the trail in pandemic-crazy
2020 added another wrinkle.
Olen remembers their first brush
with the virus. “March 19 was the day
things started to close. We had hiked
only 44 miles to that point. I bought
fresh supplies, so everyone’s pack was
heavy. We hiked 8.2 miles to the hut
where we planned to stay; it was our
longest hike so far. But the shelter had a
sign: ‘Closed for Coronavirus.’”
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The Netteburgs marked each 100 miles of trail
hiking by taking a picture of the moment. At
1,900 miles, the smell of the shoes was the
defining picture. The family went through 2–4
pairs of shoes each in hiking the 2,193 miles of
the Appalachian Trail (from left: Olen, Juniper,
Zane, Lyol, Addison and Danae).

The next place to stay was three
miles away, and they’d be pushing dark,
something they’d never done before.
They decided to go for broke and made
camp just before dark. “We were eating
Ramen with headlamps, and nobody
was complaining. Instead, the kids were
practicing their ‘Katahdin’ poses—how
they’d mug for a camera at the northern
terminus of the trail!”
That night Olen smiled to himself,
figuring they had a chance to complete
the trail.
Juniper earned her trail name—“The
Beast”—on one of the first big climbs.
They had 1,000 feet of vertical or so, and
Danae took Juniper’s backpack in order
to make it easier for the child. No more
than 100 yards up the trail, Danae found
Juniper crying. “Uh, oh,” she thought.
“Juniper can’t make it.” But the truth
came out; Juniper whimpered that she
wanted to carry her own backpack!
The Beast was born.
“She often led the family, setting the
pace for the rest of us to keep up,” Olen
said.
Everyone got trail names. Lyol
became Blaze, because he started the
campfire every morning. Zane became
Boomerang, because he loved to hike
on ahead, or slightly off the trail, but
he always came back. Addison became
Angel Wings, because she often hiked
in thick socks, trail boots and a princess
dress! (Olen was Lion King, and Danae
was Queen Bee.)

Olen Netteburg remembers one of the scariest
moments of the hike. “It had rained a lot for several
days in Maine. That’s the wildest section of the trail.
This river normally has rock ‘steps’ for hikers to cross
without getting wet. But the river had overflowed those
steps and was far too swift and deep for Juniper. So she
clung to my back. I had to feel with my hiking poles,
looking for the next rock step. Then I had to maintain
balance while moving a leg through the rushing water
to secure the next foothold. And repeat that for a dozen
steps or more. We took an hour crossing that stream.”
Lyol and Zane are on the far riverbank.

Science class meets lunch. One of
the bonuses along the Appalachian
Trail is foraging. Raspberries,
blueberries, apples and other fruit
grow wild along the trail. Morel
mushrooms and mustard greens
were serendipity additions to their
diet. So for science class, they
learned to recognize plants. And
for lunch, they learned to enjoy
science class projects.
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How did they keep the kids going?
They sang songs. (“I don’t ever want
to hear ‘Do You Want to Build a Snowman?’ again,” Olen reminisced, shaking
his head.) They enjoyed camp meals—
pancakes or oatmeal at breakfast, trail
mix for lunch, and Ramen for supper.
(“Sometimes we’d be close enough to
hike off the trail to get take-out Chinese or pizza,” Danae admitted. “Or
ice cream!”) They played trail games,
turning big boulders or huge climbs or
swift rivers into American Ninja Warrior courses.

The family held science class almost every
day on the trail. One day it was identifying a
Luna Moth (here held by 4-year-old Juniper
Netteburg, the youngest person ever to
hike the entire Appalachian Trail). Another
day it would be collecting a dozen insect
specimens (they mounted the specimens
later). Some days it also was identifying
cloud types—and which types held rain!

And they did schoolwork. What?
“Every day we could find something for
school,” Danae said. Trail games sometimes were spelling quizzes. Math was
calculating distance and miles. Science
was classifying flora and fauna. “Bible
was seeing God’s leading everywhere,”
Danae added.
“Kids are naturally inquisitive,” Olen
said. “When you get them into nature
and they see what’s around them, they
start asking questions. They can become
obsessed with a slug, or newt, or tree. No
day is ever boring through their eyes.”
The hike was a nine-month sabbatical from their regular work as
missionary physicians at Hopital
Adventiste de Bere in Chad, Africa.
They’ve served the 100-bed hospital for
10 years, Olen as emergency physician
and Chief Medical Officer/administrator and Danae as OB/GYN. “Plus, we do
whatever else is needed,” Olen said.

Danae Netteburg roused the family at
about 4:30 a.m. in order to get everyone
out to McAfee Knob for this silhouette
against the morning sunrise.

They’d planned the trip three
years ago, but the relief physician
didn’t materialize. Then this past
February they realized, “We have
an exceptional staff at the hospital.
We’ve got time. We should think
about doing this now!”
They left Africa five days later.
Their first day on the trail was
Two things were constant about the
Netteburgs’ hike on the Appalachian Trail.
They saw wildlife, from tiny to large. Bears,
ladybugs, deer, wild ponies, flies—oh, yes,
flies, flies and more flies. But Zane remembers
most vividly his first encounter with wildlife;
he almost sat on a rattlesnake. The family told
him how to carefully move away. The second
constant? Juniper in her Wonder Woman dress
and Addison in her “Frozen” princess dress,
hiking more than 15 miles on many days.
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four days after that.
“Being out on the trail for that
long helped me re-find a sense
of peace,” Danae said. “Living in
Chad, we deal with a lot of illness
and death. You start to carry that
weight around. This was God’s way
of getting us ready for more service
in Chad.”
The family began hiking in
February in Pennsylvania and had
to hopscotch back and forth on
the trail because of the virus. That
meant hiking Virginia, then more in
Pennsylvania, then down to North
Carolina, before jumping north
to Vermont, New Hampshire and
Maine while the weather was nice.
“We always wanted to stay safe,”

Olen said, “so we went where the trail
was safest to hike and observed the rules
of the state.”
They also did their best to remain
socially distant along the trail and not
disturb the peace when they came up on
a campsite. “But as a family of six, we’re
not really very peaceful,” Olen said.
The family averaged 15–17 miles a day,
until they got to New Hampshire. “We
didn’t make 10 miles most days there,”
Olen recalled. “I began to wonder if we
would be able to hike the entire trail
before winter.”
To add to the challenge, Olen severely
sprained his ankle. “We’d hiked a really
hard section. When we were done, I
took off my pack, stepped off a bridge,
and rolled the ankle over 90 degrees. I
thought I’d broken it.”
An exam in the emergency room at a
nearby hospital—an irony for an emergency physician—revealed a very severe
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sprain. “The swelling made my foot
huge. I was black and blue from my toes
to halfway up my shin,” Olen said, with
typical physician detachment. “Every
morning it hurt a lot, but after a few
miles of limping it would loosen up.”
They did 30 miles a few weeks later—in
the Maine wilderness. “That’s when I
knew we had a great shot at completing
the trail,” Olen said.
They also had other thoughts about
the pandemic. “We heard the stories of
our medical colleagues. They worked
in extreme conditions. They risked
their own health, and lives. And here

The Appalachian Trail snakes through canyons and
along mountain ridges, providing spectacular views.
But Olen remembers the difficulty of New Hampshire
and Maine. “It was a whole new ball game, with
steep ascents, big boulders and equally steep
descents. Near Lake Moosilauke we had a 1,000-foot
descent in one mile. It took us an hour” (from left:
Danae, Olen, Lyol, Zane, Addison and Juniper).

we were hiking the AT,” Olen said.
“Society had invested a spot in medical
training for each of us. And here we were
not helping out in the worst health crisis
of a generation.”
Danae reflected, “That was a daily battle.”
They’re back at the hospital, bringing
healing to a remote area in Africa. Bere
has 65,000 people—with no stoplights or
paved roads or electrical grid or water/
sewer system. There are more oxcarts
than cars.
Every day presents a new challenge.
A child who fell out of a mango tree has
a depressed skull fracture. (He lived.) A
pregnant woman has been in labor for
days—but couldn’t afford to come for
care. (This is common for many.) Malaria, and malaria, and malaria. (Many
don’t survive.)
“We see stuff in Chad that physicians
don’t in America,” Olen said. They
removed an abdominal tumor the

size of a watermelon. Danae has fixed
65 fistulas in the past three years—a
number virtually no American OB/
GYN sees in a lifetime.
But they are missionaries, not merely
physicians. Every Sabbath they pack the
kids in the truck, along with some local
Chadians, and drive out into the bush.
They find a mango tree. They park the
car. They spread plastic mats. Village
children show up and sit on the mats.
Olen teaches the children Bible songs.
Danae tells a Bible story. Someone talks
about how to pray. Adults hang around
the edges of the shade of the tree. Soon
the group is 50, 80, 100 people. And after
a few weeks, it’s a church.
Every night at the campsite meant several things.
Lyol started a fire. Everyone took shoes off. Clothes
were hung out to dry, if they’d been wet. Or hung out
to air, because they didn’t get laundered very often.
“Every week we tried to find a place to stay that had
laundry facilities, and a hot shower,” Danae said.
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Olen says, “I wasn’t sure how I would react arriving at Springer Mountain.”
The pandemic had forced the family to hike whatever sections were available,
staying safe and respecting local guidelines. So the hike that started on Feb.
27 in Pennsylvania ended in Georgia on Oct. 13. “We had just finished 2,193
miles as a family. I’d wanted to be an AT thru-hiker for 25 years, and now I
was! I thought I might feel overwhelmed, or a sense of loss. But it was simple
joy and pride. My kids had done something no group of four kids had ever done
before—or ever likely will again. And we all had fun doing it.” To celebrate, the
family laid out the number of miles in marshmallows, took the picture, and
then played “Chubby Bunnies,” stuffing all the miles into their mouths
(from left: Olen, Zane, Danae, Juniper, Addison and Lyol).

They’ve started more than a dozen of those bush
churches. Most have Chadian leadership now. Some
have flourished, some haven’t. “No matter what, two
things have happened,” Olen said. “People have heard
about Jesus, and we’ve had a genuine Sabbath rest.”
Olen’s adventure spirit was nourished at Andrews.
He hiked the Appalachian Trail for part of a PE class.
He kayaked with Krystian Zygowiec (BT ’04) across
Lake Michigan. One year he swam in Lake Michigan
every month of the school year. “We had to walk across
the ice to find open water in January and February.”
Then he laughed. “Krystian and I took a lot of spurof-the-moment, take-nothing-but-duct-tape trips down
the St. Joe River too.”
Olen read Backpacker magazine and dreamed about
what gear to take, measuring gear in grams to keep the
backpack light. He climbed Angel Falls in Venezuela
during Christmas break in medical school with another
alum, Ricky Robertson (BS ’00). (Full disclosure: he
says he didn’t make the top.) He went overland from
Bangkok to Hong Kong with Ricky—riding boats, jeeps,
buses, trains—even buying a motorcycle “to go where
no one would take us.”
What’s next? “Well, there’s the Pacific Crest Trail and
the Continental Divide Trail. The kids are jazzed about
those. But I’m thinking about living on board a catamaran for a couple of years, cruising the Caribbean.”
It’s how the Netteburgs keep the family together. 

Kermit Netteburg (former faculty) is the father of Olen. He taught
communication at Andrews between 1973 and 1996 and recently retired
with more than 50 years of service in the Adventist Church. Kermit and
his wife, Donna (Karpenko), were proud cheerleaders and provided
occasional rest stops for the family as they hiked the Appalachian Trail.
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